An Analysis of Feminine Power, Agency, and Sexuality in Behn’s Oroonoko

It is easy to assume that female agency and sexuality resound through the pages of Oroonoko because the narrator herself is of the female gender.  However, the agency that women are given in the text is also complicated by the gender of the narrator being feminine.  Her language is continuously apologizing for her gender and she never casts her women in a role of agency containing dominant power.  She in fact materializes her fear of powerful women in her vague references to Imoinda, who represents a sexual black woman.  It is more the illusion of power and sexuality attributed to Imoinda and other women by Oroonoko that gives women a sense of agency and sexual power through Behn’s writing.  This power of agency and sexuality is at once given to the female characters and narrator by Behn and hindered by the discourse of the narrator on the inadequacies of her “female pen” (40).  


Behn’s “female pen” battles back and forth between the reception and rejection of power instilled in women throughout the text.  She claims it was Oroonoko’s, “Misfortune to fall in an obscure World, that afforded only a Female Pen to celebrate his Fame” (40) and thus battles with her agency and power of being an author and a female. She embraces the fact that an author is celebrating Oroonoko’s fame and in the same description laments the fact that it is a woman holding this power.  Looking into the use of her language and why she describes herself as a pen rather than an author brings to light her possible mind set that women are objectified.  She in fact objectifies herself and the other women in the novel by materializing their dependency on men through her use of language and descriptions of fear (50).  Moreover using a pen as a description of the female author obviously alludes to her writing, but the pen itself as an object is long and has a point.  Her choice of a phallic object plays into her objectification of women and the premise that men are behind the agency of the women in Oroonoko.  Playing into this phallic object is the description of Oroonoko’s “misfortune” which is one of being written about by a female writer.  Digging deeper into her language it could be argued that the misfortune to be suffered is not an inferior writer in skill, but an inferior writer in gender.  The battle between agency, power, sexuality and the lacking of those three terms becomes a constant issue throughout Behn’s writing.  She seems to not be able to settle on whether agency and sexuality for women is an acceptable or dangerous thing.


As the battle of her words rages onward through the text, Behn has moments where she strongly defends the agency and sexuality of women.  Behn’s narrator recounts to the reader that Oroonoko referred to her as “his Great Mistress” and as his mistress her “Word would go a great way with him” (46).  Having the knowledge that her opinions hold an influence over Oroonoko gives the narrator a sense of secure agency and status.  Through this description it is discerned that her suggestions to Oroonoko are taken seriously, but what makes the play of the language intriguing is we as readers are not told what these suggestions or words might be.  The absence of a concrete example leads the reader back to the label of great mistress and one must draw from the title of ‘great mistress’ that her suggestions were not all innocent.  Oroonoko’s pet name for the narrator gives her a great deal of sexual power and agency over him.  Even though in same paragraph she claims the be his friend, “the narrator takes great pleasure in Oroonoko’s name for her, ‘Great Mistress,’ linguistic acknowledgment of the explicit difference in their status as well as an implied sexual relationship” (Andrade, 199).  Looking more closely at the word choice of mistress reveals that although Oroonoko does revolt against his own slavery and think it wrong, he has submitted to the mindset of a slave.  He unhappily serves his master and mistress as a slave and it seems strange that this word would be used as a compliment.  Instead it could be the underlying contempt for the narrator coming out through the language of Oroonoko as a slave.  The battle is taken up again by this complication, as the word mistress offers Behn’s narrator power and agency, at the same time condemning her from the slave point of view.


Although the narrator pulls at the allusions of agency and sexuality by being labeled a great mistress, her fear of men, of Oroonoko, soon displays itself.  The close context of this expressed fear in relation to her delight of being a great mistress, “places her power in doubt” (Andrade, 199).  Again this battle of agency and sexuality through language can be seen by the proximity in the text of power to doubt.  The narrator relishes in her power over Oroonoko in one moment and then in the next swiftly reminds us that she fears him.  Doubt appears to be at the source of the struggle for sexuality and agency in Behn’s writing.  The doubt of her female pen is felt throughout the entire novel and creates an atmosphere of constant questioning.  The questioning of female adequacy and agency in the narrator is widely displayed and this doubt only seems to escape Imoinda, who is described as “constant” (78).  It is important to note that the novel ends with this notion of Oroonoko’s “brave, beautiful and constant Imoinda” (78).  This consistency is mentioned sparingly in the text, as is the character of Imoinda used scantly.  


The minimalist approach to the character Imoinda lends itself to the problem she poses for the agency, sexuality, and power of women in the novel.  Although described as the supreme love and perfect match of Oroonoko, Imoinda often is referred to in passing and only receives one in depth description as opposed to her male counterpart who receives many and the other women of the novel who are never described in any sort of detailed manner.  The most recognizable place in the text where Imoinda becomes marginalized is during the adventures and diversions that occupy the narrator and her group of friends.  Caesar, Oroonoko’s given Christian name, would accompany them and entertain them with all the delights of killing a tiger or floating down the river (50-58).  And after all the details of the adventures have been recounted the narrator “says of Imoinda at the end of this section, almost as an afterthought, that she was ‘a sharer in all our adventures’ [58]; however, Imoinda as subject or agent is never specifically mentioned in any of the exploits” (Andrade, 198).  The scant use of Imoinda prompts a critical reading that the narrator in some way feels threatened by the agency and sexuality that Imoinda commands from men.  Oroonoko clearly adores her, but also “no Man, of any Nation, ever beheld her that did not fall in love with her” (42) and it is this outpouring of admiration and agency that men give to Imoinda which creates a threatening atmosphere for the narrator’s views on female sexuality and power.  She does not feel comfortable unless there is always a system of checks and balances and Imoinda does not require such a system.  The exploits and adventures Oroonoko took them on were designed specifically “to please his dearly ador’d Imoinda” (58), but as the critic Andrade points out, Behn never gives Imoinda a role in any of the adventures that occur.  Imoinda’s powerful black feminine sexuality and agency threatens the very linguistic tower that the narrator has built to hide her own sexuality and agency.   Thus, the only way to deal with such a threat is to sparingly mention its presence.  The less attention given to Imoinda’s unchecked agency the less the narrator has to feel threatened by and the more she can engage in her constant battle of words and actions concerning her own feminine agency and sexuality.


Oroonoko creates this sense of security that the narrator requires to not feel threatened.  While on the various adventures the narrator comments on this feeling of security that Oroonoko created: “But while we had Caesar in our company on these Designs, we fear’d no harm, nor suffer’d any” (49).  Behn draws this same sort of security through her use of the phallic female pen when describing her writing.  As long as there is always the supervising male presence then it seems women are allowed to invoke an allusion of agency and sexuality.  The phallic pen provides a safety net for Behn just in case her novel is not received well, and Oroonoko provides the safety net for the narrator and the other female characters, should they ever come into any sort of trouble.  The trouble that Oroonoko cannot protect them from is the notion of the strong, powerful, and sexual character Imoinda.  She presents a troubling aspect of the battle between appropriate and dangerous female agency that the narrator had not anticipated.  Imoinda is at peace with her sexual power and in fact this power commands that agency be given to her by men of all nations.  This troubling point discourages the narrator and in a way discourages Behn.  Thus to evade the threat of true feminine agency and power Imoinda is only referred to sparingly throughout the text.  Behn and the narrator happily continue the allusion of female sexuality and agency as long as there are the checks and balances of a male presence to supervise and prevent any true form of power slipping out.  The doubt will always quickly follow the acknowledgment of feminine power, and society would have it no other way.
